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OLD PICTURES OF THE NEW FLORIDA
PONCE DE LEON AND HIS LAND
By BENJAMIN HARRISON
The discoverers of a new world are accepted as
among the boldest and shrewdest men, with very few
exceptions; it is the misfortune of Florida that her history is made to begin in popular conception, with her
discovery by an old man, who foolishly sought here a
renewed youth, that he might gain the love of a young
girl. But Ponce stood high among the soldiers and
statesmen of Spain, because of the services already given.
When he received permission to seek and govern a new
land, he was only in the maturity of mental and physical
vigor, and if he was weakminded in supposing it possible
to find here a fountain from which youth might be regained, then Columbus was more foolish in accepting a
wilder possibility on slighter evidence. If the discoverer
of Florida be considered a weak dreamer, then the discoverer of America was a wilder visionary.
Here is an extract from one of the letters of Columbus: “I have always read that the world comprising the
land and water was spherical, as is testified by the investigations of Ptolemy and others who have proved by the
eclipse of the moon and other observations made from
east to west as well as by the elevation of the pole from
north to south. But I have now seen so much irregularity
as I have already described that I have come to another
conclusion respecting the earth, namely, that it is not
round as they describe, but of the form of a pear, which
is very round except where the stalk grows, at which
part it is most prominent. * * * Ptolemy and others
which have written on the subject had no information
of this part of the world, which was then unexplored ;
they only established their arguments with respect to
their own hemisphere, which, as I have already said, is
half of a perfect sphere. * * * I have already described
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my ideas concerning this hemisphere and its form and I
have no doubt that if I could pass below the equinoctial
line, after reaching the highest point of which I have
spoken, I should find a much milder temperature and a
variation of the stars and in the water; not that I suppose that elevated point to be navigable nor (that I
could) even find water there ; indeed, I believe it is impossible to ascend thither, because I am convinced that it
is the spot of the earthly paradise whither no man could
go save by God’s permission. But this land which your
highness have sent me to explore is very extensive and I
think there are many countries in the south of which
the world has never had any knowledge * * * There are
great indications of this being the earthly paradise, for
its sight coincides with the opinions of the holy and wise
theologians I have mentioned. And, moreover, the evidences agree with the supposition, for I have never read
or heard of fresh water coming in so large a quantity
in close conjunction with the water of the sea. The idea
is also corroborated by the blandness of the climate.
And if the water of which I speak does not come from
the earthly paradise it appears to be still more marvelous,
for I do not believe that there is any river in the world
so wide or so deep.”
Now when Columbus deliberately expressed an
opinion like this to his sovereigns, was he a foolish old
man? Here are his reasons for believing that he had
reached the neighborhood of the terrestrial paradise; did
Ponce de Leon have reasons equally as good for hoping
he might find the fountain of youth in Florida? For the
existence of such spring he might quote opinions from
all the folklore of all the peoples, but he had individual
testimony that might seem convincing. The natives of the
islands had told him their fathers had told them of it;
he found those who had seen an old man that had visited
a country to the west of Hispaniola and come back young;
like a sensible man he searched for this example diligently
but could not find him, although he heard of his ex-
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istence many times. Other marvels that would seem incredible had been found in the new world - why despair?
So he organized his expedition and set out on his search.
He examined the islands as he passed, and always the
reports came from the westward; he continued his voyage
till he came to Florida.
Where did he land? Let us follow the narrative, not
to support, the claims of a particuIar spot to the honor
of this event, but to decide for ourselves as well as we
can, what Ponce did and where he went. Let us note
that he did not bury his force in a vast and unknown
land, as did Narvaez and DeSoto, but acted as a sensible
commander should; he was not so carried away by his
desire to find his fountain as they were to find gold, but
carried his men back home and then went himself to report on his expedition to his king; upon this report the
cold and practical King Ferdinand was so well satisfied
that he made the captain adelantado of Florida, which
was still considered an island, and of the great land of
Bimini beyond it. Was Ponce the fool that could deceive the statesmen of Spain and get the commission to
exterminate the Caribs at the head of an army and a
fleet after his fruitless search for his fountain?
Now let us go with him on his voyage to discover
Florida. On March 3rd, 1512, he sailed from the harbor
of St. Germain in Porto Rico, skirted the coast of Hispaniola and stretched northward to the Bahamas ; he entered the port of Guanahani and asked if anybody knew
the way to Bimini or had heard of the fountain of youth.
He repaired his ships while he waited, and, having heard
no definite tidings of his land or his fountain, he continued his voyage to the Northwest. On Sunday, March
27th, he says he saw land, and later writers declare
that all the coast was covered with flowers ; Ponce made
no such statement. Lowery gives the names of the plants
and flowers that Ponce saw, then admits that he made
up his list from that furnished by the botanist Bartram
long afterward. Now Bartram made a list of the

Published by STARS, 1924

3

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 3 [1924], No. 1, Art. 8

32
flowers and trees and shrubs that he saw in the valley
of the St. Johns ; he does not say that any one of these
ever grew on the sand dunes that met the eye of Ponce.
Yet so began the obfuscation ; one writer says Ponce
saw what another writer says was elsewhere, and the
world holds Ponce responsible for the obvious falsehood !
But we know what Ponce saw, for the Atlantic shore of
Florida is still what it was then with few exceptions;
to a man familiar with the vegetation of the islands, or
even with that of Spain a view of the Atlantic shore of
Florida would be no more conspicuous for the absence of
flowers than for the splendor or the beauty of its appearance. In his report Ponce says not one word about
flowers, so far as anybody knows.
Like a careful captain, Ponce watched the shore and
sounded the water several days before he tried to land,
since he had no harbor. But on April 2 he came close and
anchored his ships and went ashore in small boats. He
took observations, and says the place of landing was 30
degrees 8 minutes north latitude. We may allow that
this was not exactly correct, but he did not enter the
mouth of the St. Johns nor the harbor of St. Augustine,
for he landed on the open shore, where he found bluffs
which we would probably call sand dunes. Somewhere
about Atlantic Beach Ponce must have landed, and except for the few houses to be found in that vicinity, we
can see now what Ponce saw ; can you wonder that he
said nothing about flowers?
But he landed on the Sunday known to the church
as Pascua Florida, or Palm Sunday, and for that reason
he says he named the land Florida, which before had been
known as Bimini. He took possession of it for his sovereign, but he saw no Indians ; all such trimmings are
mere fictions. The inhabitants of these parts were Timucuas, who met all visitors with openhanded generosity
and exuberant hospitality, until they were taught by the
cruelty of the white man to beware of him; so they received the Frenchmen on the St. Johns and when Men-
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endez landed at St. Augustine they gave him their town
and their houses. Why should they be accused of fighting Ponce by later writers?
After landing Ponce sailed along the coast, back and
forth, but he does not say that he saw any people or any
flowers, though we may easily suppose that he landed
occasionally. The Timucuas were not foolish enough to
offer him worship nor savage enough to attack him; no
doubt they watched him and wondered, but he saw them
not. Then Ponce sailed southward, doubled Cape Canaveral, which he described, and passed some time among
the keys ; he tells about the birds and turtles ; we remember
him still in his name for the Tortugas. He had trouble
with the winds and the currents, and he doubled the cape
and sailed up the west coast, but he was not fool enough
to lose himself in an unknown country like Narvaez and
DeSoto. Then and there he gave up his search for the
miraculous fountain; when next he came it was to found a
settlement and govern a land that seemed fair and good.
So he determined to go home, but he left one of his
ships, and an old woman he had found on a key with
Juan Perez de Ortubia to continue the search. To Ponce
in Porto Rico came Ortubia and told him of Bimini that
he had seen, which was large, verdant, with crystal springs
in abundance, and covered with beautiful groves,”
where, however, he did not find the fountain of youth;
Was Ponce deceived into further search? Not he ;
Ortubia talked to his heart’s content, but Ponce went
off to Spain, made his report, received the empty honors
his king gave for such services, and accepted a commission to conquer and settle the land he had discovered.
Also he sailed at the order of the king to exterminate
the pirate Caribs who had fought him and made themselves a terror and a pest in all those seas. Here is
presented the photograph of the real Ponce de Leon,
who has been transformed into all sorts of a fool by those
who made of him a hook on which to hang their own
imaginings; who in their little way desired to play the
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part of Cervantes and took the unfortunate old knight
for their Don Quixote.
One other case. Years after when men should have
known more about Florida, the Captain General, Pedro
Menendez, met with one, Fontaneda, who had been taken
from a ship wrecked in the straits of Florida and had
spent some years among the Indians. From this man
the great and wise Menendez sought information, and
he thought Fontaneda a man well worthy of credence and
respect. So Fontaneda wrote an account of his observations and experiences, which was sent to Spain as information, and there filed among the archives of the Council
of the Indies, where it may be found to this day - a state
paper considered by bishops, statesmen and soldiers
worthy of such care. Did a man like Hernando
D’Escalante Fontaneda consider it impossible that a
water might be found in Florida that would restore a
man’s youth? Here is what he says on the subject, without exciting incredulity from the men of his time, whether
in Florida or in Europe:
“Juan Ponce de Leon, believing the reports of the
Indians of Cuba and San Domingo to be true, made an
expedition into Florida to discover the River Jordan.
This he did, either because he hoped to acquire renoun,
or perhaps because he hoped to become young again by
bathing in its waters. Many years ago a number of
Cuban Indians went in search of this river, and entered
the province of Carlos (in South Florida), but Sequence,
the father of Carlos, took them prisoners and settled
them in a village where their descendants are still living
(1568). The news that these people had left their own
country to bathe in the River Jordan spread among all
the kings and chiefs of Florida, and, as they were an ignorant people, they all set out in search of this river,
which was supposed to possess the power of rejuvenating
old men and women. So eager were they in their search,
that they did not pass a river, a brook, a lake or even a
swamp, without bathing in it, even to this day they have
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not ceased to look for it, but always without success.
The natives of Cuba, braving the dangers of the sea, became the victims of their faith, and thus it happened
that they came to Carlos and built a village. They came
in such great number that, although many have died;
many are still living there, both old and young. While
I was prisoner in those parts I bathed in a great many
rivers, but I never found the right one.”
Now, isn’t it time that we do justice to an old soldier
who fought hard and lived as he could but was nobody’s
fool? He never said Florida was a land of flowers ; he
located the place of his landing according to his best
knowledge. The picture of his floral landing is drawn
from the fancy of others; when we hear of his wandering
in swamps to bathe in the mud along with the alligators,
the eye is that of Fontaneda, who said not a word of
Ponce in that connection.
Now what is the fact behind these stories of a Fountain of Youth? Since we cannot believe that age can be
rejuvenated, was there a Fountain of Health, whose
fame might have been confused by transmission through
different dialects and languages into the miraculous by
credulity and ignorance ? Modern science has learned beyond dispute that every chapter of folklore is based upon
some fact; everyone has something solid and substantial
behind it. Columbus was right in looking towards the
east for his terrestrial paradise, for now we know that
our first civilized ancestors had transformed with their
canals and irrigation works the land between the rivers
into a Paradise, from which had sprung the empires of
Assyria and Babylon and Ninevah - every drop of blood
in the veins of Columbus directed his imagination to the
America which was then hid from mortal vision.
Investigation has proved that parties accompanied
the sick to the springs of Saratoga before the first white
man had seen America, but the pioneers of New York
and New England were not interested in native traditions. In the South the predominant native race was that
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of the Muscogee, and there is ample proof that its tribes
once held a great part of the Mississippi Valley. There
is abundant evidence that parties accompanying the sick
were privileged to pass through even the hostile tribes
to the Hot Springs of Arkansas, and these came from
distant lands, being allowed to hunt and maintain themselves on the way. Since the sick passed, we must believe
that some were restored to health ; why should not the
fame of such recoveries pass down into Florida and on
to the islands? All the reports of the fountain pointed
to the North; parties such as those mentioned by Fontaneda may have wandered till they despaired and then returned to live with the Caribs, who held the fringe of
the South Florida coast.
From some of the diseases found by the Spaniards
to be prevelent among the Indians, the Hot Springs of
Arkansas are still prescribed ; accept the legend as that
of a Fountain of Health, and we have evidence that the
basis of truth has been found. Now in the old papers
on the subject the two terms are used alternately and
interchangeably - the miraculous waters for which Ponce
de Leon sought really existed, and he has the laugh on
his critics.
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